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The　Japanese　lndustrial　System
as　a　Loosely　Cbupled　System
Tadahiko　KAwAI
1．　lntroductbn
　　　More　than　ten　years　have　already　passed　since　an　attractive　phrase“loose　coupling”draw
attention　of　many　organization　theorists．　Irrespective　of　its　everlasting　appeal　to　us，　however，　it
seems　that　the　phrase　has　not　been　developed　into　a　solid　theory　or　theoretical　framework　thus　far．
The　ultimate　reason　for　that　would　be　the　diMculty　defining　the　concept　of“loose　coupling”more
“rigidly．”　Another　reason，　however，　seems　to　be　lack　of　attempts　trying　to　explain　various
phenomena　with　fra卑eworks　of　loose　coupling　whatever　which　are　tentatively　conceived．　These
two　dif五culties　seem　to　have　constituted　a　vicious　circle．
　　　This　paper　intends　to　contribute　to　develop　a　theory　of　loose　coupling　by　concentrating　on　the
second　dificulty．　It　presents　an　attempt　of　describing　working　of　one　specific　system（or　organiza－
tion）in　reference　to　one　representative　conceptualization　of　loose　coupling．　More　speci丘cally，　this
paper　interprets　the　Japanese　industrial　system　in　the　pre－oiトshock　period　by　utilizing　a　framework
of“loose　coupling”developed　by　K．E．　Weick．　It　is　because　Weick’s　well－known　paper“Educationa1
0rganizations　as　Loosely　Coupled　Systems”has　not　lost　yet　its　value　and　can　be　a　good　starting
　　■　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　hpolnt．
　　　Of　course，　some　important　development　and　accumulation　of　knowledge　have　been　made　after
Weick’s　paper．　I　restrict　myself　this　time，　however，　to　a　rather　narrow　topic　mentioned　above．　In
that　sense，　this　paper　is　quite　a　tentative　one　and　a　more　rigorous　analysis　based　upon　close
examination　of　past　papers　would　be　made　in　a　near　future．
ll．　Weick’s　concept　of　Ioose　coupling
　　　Weick　do6s　not　propose　a　rigorous　de丘nition　of　loose　coupling　or　loosely　coupled　systems．
Instead　he　first　talks　about　various“images”which　the　phrase“loose　coupling”conveys　and　then
cites　the　following　Glassman’s　categorization　of　the　degree　of　coupling　between　two　systems　on　the
basis　of　the　activity　of　the　variables　which　the　two　systems　share：To　the　extent　that　two　systems
either　have　few　variables　in　common　or　share　weak　variables，　they　are　independent　of　each　other．
Judging　from　his　discussion，　we　can　consider　this　Glassman’s　categorization　as　Weick’s　rough
definition　of　loose　coupling．
　　　Then，　referring　to　previous　works，　Weick　summarizes　various　functions　and　dysfunctions　of
loose　coupling　as　follows．
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［Function　1］　Loose　coupling　allows　some　portions　of　an　organization　to　persist．
［Dysfunction　1］While　loose　coupling　may’foster　perseverance（as　stated　in　Function　1），　it　is　not
　　　selective　in　what　is　perpetuated．　Thus　archaic　traditions　as　well　as　innovative　improvisations
　　　may　be　perpetuated．
［Function　2］　Loose　coupling　may　provide　a　sensitive　sensing　mechanism．
［Dysfunction　2］　Balanced　against　this　improvement　in　sensing（as　stated　in　Function　2）is　the
　　　possibility　that　the　system　would　become　increasingly　vulnerable　to　producing　faddish
　　　responses　and　interpretations，　If　the　environment　is　known　better，　then　this　could　induce　more
　　　frequent　changes　in　activities　done　in　response　to　this‘‘superior　intelligence．”
［Function　3］　Aloosely　coupled　system　may　be　a　good　system　for　locali乞ed　adaptation．
［Dysfunction　3］　The　antithesis　of　local　adaptation　is　standardization　and　to　the　extent　that
　　　standardization　can　be　shown　to　be　desirable，　a　loosely　coupled　system　might　exhibit　fewer　of
　　　these　presumed　bene丘ts．
［Function　4］　In　loosely　coupled　systems　where　the　identity，　uniqueness，　and　separateness　of
　　　elements　is　preserved，　the　system　potentially　can　retain　a　greater　number　of　mutations　and
　　　novel　solutions　than　would　be　the　case　with　a　tightly　coupled　system，
［Dysfunction　4］While　the　system　may　contain　novel　solutions　for　new　problems　of　adaptation（as
　　　stated　in　Function　4），　the　very　structure　that　allows　these　mutations　to　flourish　may　prevent
　　　their　diffusion．
［Function　5］　If　there　is　a　breakdown　in　one　portion　of　a　loosely　coupled　system　then　this
　　　breakdown　is　sealed　off　and　does　not　affect　other　portions　of　the　organization．
［Dysfunction　5］　AIoosely　coupled　system　can　isolate　its　trouble　spots　and　prevent　the　trouble
　　　from　spreading（as　stated　in　function　5），　but　it　should　be　di伍cult　for　the　loosely　coupled　system
　　　to　repair　the　defective　element．
［Function　6］　In　a　loosely　coupled　system　there　is　more　room　available　for　self－determination　by
　　　the　actors．
［Dysfunction　6］　There　is　an　increase　in　autonomy　in　the　sense　that　resistance　is　heightened（as
　　　stated　in　Function　6），　but　this　heightened　resistance　occurs　at　the　price　of　shortening　the　chain
　　　of　consequences　that　wi11　How　from　each　autonomous　actor’s　efforts．
［Function　7］　Aloosely　coupled　system　should　be　relatively　inexpensive　to　run　because　it　takes
　　　［less］time　and　money　to　coordinate　people．
［Dysfunction　7］　Despite　this　being　an　inexpensive　system（as　stated　in　Function　7），100se　coupling
　　　is　also　a　nonrational　system　of　fund　allocation　and　therefore，　unspeci五able，　unmodifiable，　and
　　　incapable　of　being　used　as　means　of　change．
　　　It　is　in　reference　to　this　set　of　functions　and　dysfunctions　that　we　are　going　to　interpret　th6
Japanese　industrial　system．
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lll．　The　Japanese　lndustrial　System
　　　The　characteristics　of　the　Japanese　industrial　system　can　be　seen　from　various　viewpoints
depending　upon　the　research　objectives　and，　accordingly，　the　definitions　of　the　industrial　system
itself．
　　　Iintroduce　below　the　conclusions　of　my　research　about　the　characteristics　of　the　Japanese
industrial　system．　It　focuses　upon　the　working　of　the　Japanese　industrial　system　as　a　whole　and　for
that　purpose　it　conceptualizes　that　system　as　the　collective　Or　joint　decisionmaking　system　consist－
ing　of　the　elite　triumvirate，　i．e，，　the　government，　the　LDP（Liberal　Democratic　Party），　and　the
organized　business　community　mainly　represented　by　FEO（Federation　of　Economic　Organizations）．
　　　No　explanation　is　required　to　justify　the　assertion　that　the　Japanese　elite　triurnvirate　can　be
considered　a　system　of　collective　or　joint　decisionmaking．　The　cases　examined　showed　without
exception　that　the　Japanese　triumvirate　always　produced　its　decisions　jointly．　Decisions　of　any　one
of　the　three　components　of　the　triumvirate　could　never　be　carried　out　independently　of　the　other
components　even　in　the　case　of　matters　over　which　one　component　had“jurisdiction”．　The　player
which　tbok　the　initiative　in　decisionmaking　was　a　perticular　government　ministry　in　the　most　cases，
and　it　did　so　by“launching”its　ideas　about　a　set　of　policy　measures．　However，　these　ideas　could
never　be　realized　smoothly　and　independently　of　other　important　players　of　the　triumvirate；notable
other　ministries，　the　Cabinet，　the　LDP，　and　organized　business．　It　was　only　after　complicated　and
lengthy　interactions　and／or　bargaining　among　those　players　occurred　that　the　original　ideas　were
realized　as　formal　government　policies．　It　was　not　unusual　for　the　original　ideas　to　be　extensively
modi丘ed　in　this　process　of　interaction　or　even　abandoned　altogether．
　　　The　characteristics　of　this　system　of　collective　decisionmaking　can　be　summarized　more
formally　as　follows：
［Characten’stic　－Z］Behavioral　Stnbil勿（ゾ伽Triu〃zvira・te
　　　The　triumvirate　consists　of　quasi－independent　components　each　of　which　functions　accord－
ing　to　standard　patterns　of　decisionmaking，　It　copes　with　important　industrial　policy－related
issues　which　do　not　fall　exclusively　within　the　domain　of　a　single　component　and　even　if　a
certain　component　takes　the　initiative　in　launching　proposals，　other　components　necessarily　and
instantly　get　involved　in　the　issue　and　a　lively　exchange　of　opinions　or　bargaining　takes　place・
As　a　result，　the　original　ideas　are　usually　revised　repeatedly　and　are　often　forced　to　die．
However，　since　each　component　behaves　according　to　its　own　standard　patterns　of　decision－
making　and，　hence，　the　coordination　among　them　is　far　from　complete，　the　outputs　of　joint
decisionmaking　are　not　necessarily　coherent　in　their　respective　contents　and　are　often　merely
compromises　among　the　components　or　the　mere　juxtaposition　of　their　independent　outputs，
although　a　minimum　consensus　among　the　components　is　usually　involved．
［Characteristic　2］　　Stntctural　Stability　q／　the　7「アz’u〃zvirate
　　　The　joint　decisionmaking　system　of　the　triumvirate　consists　of　the　two　sequential　stages
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of　decisionmaking　or　coordination（See　Fig．1）．　The丘rst　stage　is　the“bureaucratic　decision－
making　process”which　is　further　divided　into　a　substage　on　the　level　of　bureaus　and　ministries．
The　second　stage　is　the“political　decisionmaking　process”which　also　consists　of　two　sub・
stages：that　of　ministers　and　that　of　the　Cabinet，　the　LDP　and　FEO．　This　system　is　highly
stable　and　stylized。　This　stability　was　created　informally　and，　accordingly，　any　violations　of
“rules”embedded　in　the　system　result　ln　the　informal　sanctioning　of　the　violators．　Further－
more，　this　stability　is　consonant　with　the　fact　that　outputs（i．e．，　joint　decisions）of　the．tr孟umvi・
rate’s　decisionmaking　system　are　not　required　to　be　coherent　in　content．
［Characterdstic　3］Factors　Affecting　Perfor〃zance（ゾthe　T吻〃zvirate
　　　The　following　statements　hold　with　regard　to　the　quality　of　joint　decisions　or　performance
of　the　triumvirate　which　is　characterized　by　both　behavioral　and　structural　stability。　First，　the
more　homogeneous　either　the　value　and／or　factual　premises　are，　the　more　likely　it　is　that
adjustments　are　made　easily　and　the　outputs（i．e．，　decisions）of　individual　components　are
consistent　as　well　as　complementary．　Second，　as、a　corollary，　it　is　possible　for　different　outputs
of　different　components　to　nevertheless　constitute　a　set　of　effective　joint　decisions　that　func・
tions　as　an　integrated　whole．　More　importantly，　the　more　homogeneous　the　decision　prem三ses
of　the　relevant　components，　the　higher　the　probability　that　this　will　occur．　Finally，　the　most
fundamental　factors　which　stand　causally　linked　to　the　decision　premises　of　the　components　of
the　triumvirate　are　the　political　structure　and　the　state　of　economy，　both　domestic　and　interna－
tional．
lll．　Analysis　　　　　　　　　　　　　’　、
　　　In　order　to　interpret　the　characteristics　of　the　Japanese　industrial　system　in　reference　to　Weick’
sframework　of　loose　coupling，1et　me丘rst　reorganize　Weick’s　framework．　Its　essence　can　be
summarized　as　the　following　two　proposltlons．
［Proposition　A］　Aloosely　coupled　system　is　a　system　in　which　there　is　more　room　available　for
　　　self－determination　by　the　actors　and　the　links　or　connections　among　them　is　loose．
［Proposition　B］　Aloosely　coupled　system　is　a　good　system　for　localized　adaptation　and，　accord－
　　　ingly，　for　a　narrower　range　of（or　smaller）variance　in　the　environment．
　　　As　is　apparent，　Proposition　A　is　almost　the　same　with　Function　6　and，　along　with　another
characteristic　of　loose　connectiQn　among　actors（or　components）of　the　system，　it　substantially
constitutes　the　definition　of　a　loosely　coupled　system．　The　functions　closely　related　to　this
proposition　are　Functions　1，5，　and　7．
　　　Op　the　other　hand，　Proposition　B　is　chiefly　derived　from　Function　2　and　the　functions　closely
related　to　it　are　the　Functions　2，6，　and　7．　This　proposition　represents　the　single　most　important
function　of　a　loosely　coupled　system　as　a　whole．
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Fig．1　Structure　of　Joint　Decisionmaking　of　the　Triumvirate
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　　　One　note　is　in　order　here．　Proposition　B　clearly　implies　that　loosely　coupled　systems　are　not
good　for　wider　range　of（or　greater）variances　in　the　environment．　Dysfunction　7　is　closely　related
to　this　point．
　　　In　reference　to　these　propositions，　the　following　conclusion　can　be　drawn　about　the　Japanese
industrial　system　in　the　pre－oil－shock　period．
［Conclusion］　The　Japanese　industrial　system　in　the　pre－oil－shock　period　was　a　loosely・coupled
　　　system　and　excellent　adaptability　of　the　former　was　the　reflection　of　the　latter’s　characteristic，
　　　i．e．，　its　high　adaptability　for　narrower　range　of　variances　in　the　environment．
　　　The　reasons　that　I　have　drawn　this　conclusion　are　as　follows．
　　　First，　the　fact　that　the　Japanese　industrial　system　can　be　described　as　a　loosely　coupled　system
would　be　apparent　from　Charhcteristic　l　mentioned　in　III．　That　is，　the　triumvirate　consisted　of
quasi－independent　components　each　of　which　functioned　according　to　standard　patterns　of　decision・
making　and，　hence，　coordination　among　them　was　far　from　complete．
　　　Second，　as　is　easily　guessed　from　Characteristic　3，　good　performance　of　the　Japanese　industrial
system　in　the　pre－oil－thock　period　was　not　the　result　of　the“（centra1）planning”but　the　rather
incidental　result　of　a　collective　or　joint　decisionmaking　of　the　triumvirate．　It　was　realized　because
the　environment　was　rather　stable　and　the　value　and／or　factual　premises　of　each　players　were　quite
homogeneous．
　　　Thus，　the　Japanese　industrial　system　as　a　loosely　coupled　system　could　produce　good　economic
performance．
V．　lmplications
　　　Our　primary　objective　of　this　paper　was　achieved　in　the　preceding　section．　Two　implications，
however，　should　be　mentioned．
　　　First，　Weick’s　framework　of　loose　coupling　is　too　simple　to　allow　a　more　close　description　of
real　organizations　or　systems．
　　　In　our　case，　for　example，　although　we　considered　the　Japanese　industrial　system　as　a　loosely
coupled　system，　it　was　based　upon　the　negligence　of　the’important　fact　of“structural　stability”of
the　triumvirate　mentioned　in　characteristic　2．
　　　Stated　otherwise，　Weick’s　definition　of　a　loosely　coupled　system　shown　in　proposition　1　is　too
simplistic．　We　should　make　a　More　complicated　framework．　For　example，　by　adding　another
dimention　of“structural　flexibility（which　is　a　converse　of　stability）”to　the　autonomy　dimension
employed　in　Weick’s　scheme，　we　can　get　a　more　complicated　framework　which　enables　us　to
classify　various　types　or　degrees　of　loose　coupling．
　　　One　example　is　shown　in　Fig．2．　As　is　apparent，　the　Japanese　case　would　fall　in“Middle”type
consisting　of“low”s㌻ructural　flexibility　and　component’s“high”autonomy．　This　type　must　be
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substantially　different　from　another“Middle”type　consisting　of“high”structural　flexibility　and
“10w”aUtOnOmy．　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　・
　　　What　is　important　as　a　corollary　of　this　is　that　adaptability　to　environmental　changes　must　be
different　among　cells　in　Fig．2substantially，　depending　upon　the　levels　of　structural　flexibility　and
component’s　autonomy　involved．　This　line　of　discussion　would　lead　us　to　a　more　detailed　analysis
of　real　systems　or　organizations．　And　it　would　require　deep　inquiry　into　factors（which，　for
example，　are　shown　in　oUr　Characteristic　3）which　determine　the　adaptability　of　each　cell．
　　　Second　implication．　The　conclusion　shown　above　may　raise　a　following　question：Economic
performance　of　the　Japanese　industrial　system　is　excellent　compared　with　other　advanced　nations
even　after　the　oil　shock．　If　the　oil　shoch　was　a　big“variance”in　the　environment，　how　can　this　fact
be　explained　consistently　with　the　conclusion　mentioned　above　？Is　the　hypothesis　that　the　Japanese
industrial　system　is　a　loosely　coupled　system　tenable　？
　　　My　answer　is　the　following．　First，　it　is　true　that　the　oil　shock　was　a　rather　gfeat　variance　in
the　environment．　What　is　important，　however，　is　that　we　should　make　a　clear　distinction　between
the　shorter－and　longer－run　adaptation．
　　　Second，　based　upon　this　distinction，　it　is　clear　that　Japan　failed　in　smooth　adjustment　in　the
short－run．　It　is　well　known　that　the　government　and　the　business　community　not　only　could　not
take　adequate　measures　but　also　took　wrong　ones　and　even　worsened　the　situation．　This　clearly
shows　that　the　Japanese　industrial　system　failed　to　cope　with　the“big”variance　in　the　environment
since　it　was　a　loosely　coupled　system．
Fig．2　Classification　Scheme　of　Loosely　Coupled　Systems
Structural
Flexibility
High
Low
Low
High
High
　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　　Component’s　Autonomy
（Note）“High”，“Middle”，　and“Low”represent　levels　of　looseness　of　coupling　of　each
　　　　　　　cell（or　type）．
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　　　　Thirdly，　however，　it　is　also　undeniable　that　Japan　successfully　conquered　the　impact　of　the　oil
shock　from　the　longer－run　viewpoint．　This　fact，　however，　can　be　explained　as　follows　while
maintaining　the　hypothesis　that　the　Japanese　industrial　system　was　a　loosely　coupled　system．
　　　　The　crisis　caused　by　the　oil　shock　increased　the　homogeneity　of　the　decision　premises　of　the
players，　which，　in　turn，　increased　the　adaptability　of　the　system．　And　this　system　was　e丘ective　as
far　as　the　recovery　process　from，the　crisis“which　had　already　occurred”was　concerned．　It　is
important　to　note　here　that　this　recovery　process　itself，　which　is　different　from　the　whole　process
of　occurrence　of　oil　shock　through　recovery，　did　not　constitute　a　big　variance，　although“the　whole
process”did．
　　　　Put　differently，　the　Japanese　industrial　system　is　vulnerable　to　a　big　variance　and　is　likely　to
causes　a　great　connict　in　the　short－run．　Once　such　a　conflict　occurrs　and　it　becomes　a“given
situation”，　however，　the　system　accepts　it　as　a　reality（or　a　starting　point）and　then　begins　its
adaptation　successfully．　This　coexistence（or　succession）of　short－run　failure　and　long－run　success
is　exactly　caused　by　the　fact　that　the　system　continues　to　be　a　loosely　coupled　system　throughout
the　whole　adaptation　process　mentioned　above．　And　this　is　the“secret”．　of　high　adaptability　of　the
Japanese　industrial　system．
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